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Clinical challenge
Differential Diagnosis

Pulmonary thromboembolism, 
acute anaphylaxis, AMI, 

eclampsia.

Diagnosis
Amniotic Fluid Embolism

Amniotic fluid embolism is the 
entry of amniotic fluid into the 
maternal venous circulation.

This is a rare but potential 
catastrophic condition occurring in 
approximately 1:8000 pregnancies 
(May and Mahlmeister 2004).

The body responds in two  
phases, the initial phase is one  
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Last month’s answers
of pulmonary vasospasm causing 
hypoxia, hypotension, pulmonary 
oedema and cardiovascular 
collapse.

The second phase sees the 
development of left ventricular 
failure, with haemorrhage and 
coagulation disorder with a further 
uncontrollable haemorrhage.  

Amniotic fluid embolism can occur 
at any gestation, although it is 
mostly associated with labour and 
excessive uterine contractions.

Transfer of the amniotic fluid 
from the uterus to the maternal 
circulation can be insidious, and 
associated with a tear in the lower 
uterine segment.

Disseminated intravascular 
coagulation is likely to occur 
within 30 minutes of the 
initial collapse. This is due 
to blood coagulation failure 
manifesting from a release of 
thromboplastin.

Management of this patient at 
the DIC stage involves transport 
criticality for therapy to:

• Interrupt the coagulation 
cascade;

• deactivate the fibrinolytic 
system;

• replace coagulation factors; 
and

• replace blood.


